When we observe other people executing an action we are able to estimate what the underlying intentions of the person performing the action are. However, little is known about the neural mechanisms underlying this ability. Many believe that this ability is made possible by responses in a network of brain areas that are consistently reported to be active when observing actions. This action-observation network (AON) consists of three bilateral cortical areas that are reciprocally connected, the ventral premotor cortex, inferior parietal lobule and superior temporal sulcus. (As some of the areas of the AON contain mirror neurons (Rizzolatti & Craighero, 2004; Chong et al., 2008; Kilner et al., 2009) this network is sometimes referred to as the mirror neuron system). Despite over a decade of neuroimaging research on the AON little is known about the functional role of each of these areas of the AON when observing actions.
